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Matthew 6:1-18
A Quick Survey

1.  Do you give money to the poor on a regular basis, either on your own, or through an organization?


_____   Yes 


_____  No


2.  Do you pray on your own, privately, at least once a day?


_____  Yes


_____  No


3.  Do you fast from food (or from some other pleasure, if your health doesn't allow you to fast from food) at least once a week?


_____  Yes


_____ No


[Have someone tabulate the results during Bible study.]


Verses 1-18 form a neat and tidy section within the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus looks at our motivation for doing "acts of righteousness".  Jesus will mention three specific examples of these "acts" - giving money to the poor, praying and fasting.  And he'll force us to ask ourselves, "Why do we do these three things?"


Notice three assumptions behind this question.  First, Jesus assumes that his disciples WILL give money to the poor, WILL pray and WILL fast.  Is that a safe assumption?  And what does it mean to your life that Jesus assumes this?


Second, Jesus assumes that God cares more about the motivation for our actions more than he cares about the actions themselves.  Jesus always described God as more like a counselor who looks at our reasons for doing what we do, more than he described God as a policeman who only looks at our outward behavior.  We could give every poor person we meet $1,000.  But Jesus is letting us know that if we're not doing it for the right reason, the right motive, then God couldn't care less.  God looks at our motives more than he looks at our actions.


Third, Jesus assumes that we care what God thinks of us, so we'll want to be careful about our motivations for doing acts of righteousness.  But is that assumption true?  Do we care what God thinks of us?  Or do we care more what other people think of us?  That's a question that each of us will need to answer for ourselves.

Any questions?


Okay, example #1 - giving money to the poor.  Verse 1.


Read vv. 1-4


In Jesus' day giving money to the poor was the highest act of a righteous person.  They really valued this - so much so that many people apparently did it only to be SEEN doing it by others.  Jesus called people who did this the "h" word, "hypocrites".  Does anyone remember where the word "hypocrite" came from?  It came from the world of the theater.  A "hypocrite" was someone who wore a mask, specifically an actor in a play who wore different masks to portray different characters in a play.  The word "hypocrite" eventually came to mean anyone who pretended to be someone that they really weren't.


So . . . who are people pretending to be when they give money to the poor only to be seen and honored by others?  They're pretending to be people who really care about the poor.  But, instead, what do they really care about?  Other peoples' admiration and praise.  And when they get that praise, Jesus says, that will be their "reward in full".  They won't get anything else.  And soon, their great deeds will all be forgotten, and their trophies and plaques will be put in a box and thrown away.  Some reward.

Jesus gave us the true test of whether someone gives to the poor in the right spirit, or not.  He said, "Do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing".  What did he mean by that?  He meant that we should give to the poor without anyone else but God knowing about it. 

What kind of people should we keep our giving a secret from?


a.  People in general who would give us praise.


b.  The poor themselves who would give us praise.


It really comes down to this - do we want the reward that people give us, (their praise), or do we want the reward that God will give us?


What reward will God give us?  Colossians 3: 23-24 says this - 
23Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, 24since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.

So, God will reward us with an inheritance.  But what is the inheritance?  It's heaven, of course.  Check this out, from 1Peter 1:3-4  -

3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade--kept in heaven for you . . .

So, do we want mere people to reward us with their praise, or do we want God to reward us in heaven?  If we want people's praise then we should ignore Jesus' teaching and give money to the poor while making sure that others know about it!  If we want God's eternal reward then we'd be wise to give money to the poor in secret.

Ah, but ARE we giving money to the poor at all?  What were our survey results on question #1?  _________   yes   _____________  no


Jesus assumed that his followers would be giving money to the poor.  Notice the word "when" in verse 2, not "if".


Example #2 is in verse 5


Read vv. 5-8


We'll cover the Lord's Prayer more in depth after we finish this section at the end of v. 18.  


Notice that Jesus used the "h" word again to describe people who pray in order to be "seen by men".  Why?  What mask are they wearing when they do this?  What are they pretending to be?  They're pretending to be people who want to talk with God.  But, instead, who are they really talking to?  They're talking to the people around them, in order to impress them and receive their praise.

Did you notice at yesterday's inaugural that the crowd applauded after each of the prayers was prayed?  I'm sure the crowd was only being polite.  But for the Christian that's the LAST thing you want people to do after you pray in public - unless they're really applauding God, not you.


Jesus teaches us 5 things about prayer in these 4 verses.  Did you notice them?


A.  Prayer should mostly be done in private.  Jesus said, "But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father."  Sometimes it's hard for people to find a "prayer closet".  That's why we created our Prayer Room.  It's a place where you can come and pray in private, with no one around to give you praise for your devotion to God.  The prayer room is open whenever the church doors are open, from 8:30am to usually 9:00pm.  It hasn't really caught on yet, though.  Not many people are using it.  Does anyone have any thoughts as to why?


Wouldn't it be awesome if, one day, we had to actually create a schedule for people to reserve time to pray alone in the prayer room?  If that ever happened, what would that tell us about our congregation?


Would you consider coming to our prayer room at least once a week to pray for ½ an hour?  Right now, until the idea of praying in the prayer room catches on, there are "no lines, no waiting".

B.  God sees us when we pray in private.  Jesus said that God "sees what is done in secret".  That's a pretty awesome thought, isn't it?


C.  God rewards us when we pray in secret.  Jesus said, "Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you."  Giving to the poor in secret is rewarded in heaven.  But how does God reward us when we pray in secret?  


- his peace comes to us, 

- his grace/power comes to us, 

- we grow in our relationship with him, 

- we receive insights, and (many times) 

- we receive answers to our prayers.  

Are these rewards more important to us than having other people see us pray and think we're a super holy person?


D.  God does not hear our prayers any better when we pray with a lot of words!  Jesus said, "And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words."  Words don't impress God.  God looks at our hearts.  God looks more at the reason we're praying than how we pray, remember.  Truth is, words aren't even necessary when we pray.  Many times I just send images, or pieces of thoughts, up to God.  If I'm praying for someone I may just imagine their face and ask, "Heal them, Lord."  Three words.  God isn't impressed with our words.  God looks at our heart.  The entire Lord's Prayer that Jesus will teach next has only 52 English words in it, in the NIV translation.

E.  God knows what we need before we even ask.  Jesus said, "Your Father knows what you need before you ask him."  The natural question to ask after you read that is, what?  Then why ask God for things in prayer at all?  I think there are three reasons to ask God for things in prayer:


i.  To untie God's hands.  Because of free will, God won't do anything in our world unless we ask him to first.


ii.  To purify our motives for asking.  Concentrating on others' needs is a good and purifying thing.  And when we ask God to meet our own needs, the mere act of asking something for yourself is a purifying thing.  It's one thing, for instance, to wish for a 10 million dollar home.  It's another thing to actually pray for God for give you a 10 million dollar home.  Just try it.  I think your motives will be purified real quick.


iii.  To re-affirm both to ourselves and to God that we only want HIS will to be done.  In prayer, we need to let God know that if God wants to heal Aunt Bessie, that's great.  But if God chooses NOT to heal her at this time, we accept that too.  God needs to hear that from us - not just our list of prayer needs.  God wants to hear that we are submitting to his will when we ask for things in prayer.


Again, Jesus taught about prayer because he assumed that his followers would be praying.  Notice the word "when" in verse 5, not "if".  Ah, but ARE we praying?  What were our survey results on question #2?  _________   yes   _____________  no


The third example of an "act of righteousness" that Jesus used was fasting.  Fasting is to deliberately go without food for spiritual reasons.  Some people can't fast for medical reasons, so for them it'd be better if they fasted from some other real pleasure in their lives.  Verse 16.  


Read vv. 16-18


Again, Jesus used the "h" word to describe people who fast for the wrong reason.  Why?  What are they pretending to be?  They're pretending to be devout, pious, religious people.  But they're really only people who are seeking the praise of others.  As he did with giving money to the poor, and prayer, Jesus gave us the true test of whether we're fasting for the right reasons, or not.  What is it?  Do we fast without others knowing it?  He said, "But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting."

The "oil” on the head is nothing other than good old-fashioned hair tonic!  When we fast, in other words, we don’t want to look like we just rolled out of bed.  Put your public hair on!  Wash your face!  Look great!  Don't try to attract sympathy by your appearance, like, "Man, you look horrible.  What's wrong?"


"Oh, nothing.  I'm just fasting today."


The true test of fasting for the right reason is to fast without others knowing it.


Jesus said that God rewards us when we fast.  What are the rewards of fasting?  

- grace/power to live a Christian life; 

- more focus/attention on God; 
 
- answered prayers.  Why are our prayers answered more when we 


fast?  I think it's because when we fast we convince God that 


we're serious about our prayer requests.  Again, God looks at 


our heart.  He needs to know that we're serious about what 


we're asking for.


Jesus assumed that his followers would continue the Jewish practice of fasting.  Again, notice the "when", not "if", in verses, 16 and 17.  They're hard to argue with, aren't they?


But are we fasting?  What were our survey results on question #3?  _________   yes   _____________  no


When will you make fasting a part of your weekly obedience to the Lord?  Is there anything stopping you from fasting at least one of your usual meals tomorrow?
